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Unique among editors, Surendr Jha's vision was to 
promote a culture of rationality and learning 


av MOHAN SIVANAND 


AT THE TIMES OF INDIA group's 
headquarters in Bombay, 1 was being 
interviewed for my first job* Among 
the galaxy of editors seated before me 
was Kbushwant Singh, noted author 
and legendary editor of The Illustrated 
Weekly of India* At one point Singh 
glanced at my CV, "Hmm, you've done 
physics,. ,* he said, when another edi- 
tor in terrupted, * Why would a science 
graduate want to he a journalist?" 

They've got me! i thought, as they 
ail waited for my answer 

' Why?" I finally blurted, pt r-| ^ 

'it's all knowledge" Cocky 'SCIENCE loDAY 
reply. They'll throw me t -*■ 

out. And they did 

"You wait outside/ 

Singh told me, "The 
editor of Science Today 
magazine is not here. 

We'll call you again when 
he arrives." 

1 was back in the lounge 
with the other candidates, 
all finalists lor selection to the Times 
onndia group's Trainee Journalist 
batch of 1977 . Getting in was competi- 
■ve. but ti meant a year's paid intern- 

S P at a r' hen 3 ,H!rmanem ediiori 'H 

at a I ones publication. Indeed, it 



was the best foot in the door for any 
aspiring journalist. 

After a while, a handsome, youngish, 
rather well-built man in a white sinri 
met me. "Surendr fha, rl he said, shak- 
ing my hand, "Editor of Screw ce Today" 
Though I'd read the magazine for years, 

1 didn't remember its editor's name. 
But, ushered into a nearby room for a 
private chat, Mr Jha turned the tables 
Tor me. "More science graduates ought 
to be in journalism," he said. "You've 
learnt to analyze facts. 
You can use that skill any- 
where, if you work hard. 
Can you write well? 

"1 think so," 

J Tm a chemistry gradu- 
ate myself/' said Mr Jha, 
who had worked as 
a books editor and in 
Current and Hconomic & 
Political Weekly before lie 
got here, Mr Jha was fascl- 
_ nating. He hopped easily 

from on e tojitc to another and showed 
an interest in me. 

I got the job. After my training year 
wm. the Times, 1 was , 0 spend' the 
nexi five years under Mr Jha as the 
youngest member of the Science Today 
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ohti >T id 1 hack. Inf me those 
vurr Ilk: year* vpi-nt u a fn^t rate 
umvcJMtv ^ ith Mi lb- 1 l^ r - 1 guide 
v.i ihfN "ionthl\. winch offered 
H \ti\ce ‘for everymarT .is its cover 
ustsi itivUK ft w widel) read. When 
I |o laird is j ub editor m \pnl IH7S, 
ih tiiciilition had grown steadily 
m about 40 000 and its readership 
was in the millions— fern fit for any 
n’ : j 4 j till i_' snide ni> n. id ii, js did 
• % 7 ,.vmi up*. hbr.:rif> s rocked [i r 

■ . ■•■ -hi- 1 . ^p. . d n f ounding edi 
1 r '‘iw* iidi kuimr (has vision was to 
'prv r UKuuJih, .ind Ht the science 
ti c -c Tvthmg We it on (lie brink of a 
tdihalopul revolution,,* he used to 
• \\t i j t<> promote a scientific 
iemper among die masses if India is 
io dm-lop 


A Vm ^ FUST day at Sc«# 
■ Today. Mr fha offered i 
die desk that had been < 
u ^' Kd b * hu deputy Pradip l> a 
wh*d worked there since the mai 
tines launch m 1 %& Pau , hgd * 

Mn^l: An "' ou s >! Hei 
MOhi wld aw, «| WJ1)t 

Mottviiing »v 0rd ^_ eart 
f*** « worked brieO. U nd 

.^vou.sir;,^ 

aSiEtS* l i, ugh * d - hia 

‘ ™ nou^lf * 'H- 

^ h! nm^ lKiddy 


li 


Mr lha liked calling me K, ltl | 0 ml 
laujshed heartily at it hinisdi h, 

wim, hut firm tih on | I'llmuijlsta 
deirds. "Our magazine has to be ert0l 
Lree; he'd say. And^God forbid-, g, 

factuM, typographical or gr.mmiaih 

inaccuracy slipped through il u t Tm ^ 
and reached him* He'd emerge fr^ 
his room waving the proof \\ v \ m ; 
he'd ask. "were you able to read this? 
That meant trouble and a terse liv tu r «. 
on advanced errorfreeologv 
Nfosi articles in Sclent* Tvdw 
were published under the names of 
leading scientists, doctors or engi 
neers, hut it was we, the stall who 
rewrote and polished them rumen 
ing jaw-breaking jargon and extent 
concepts into plain English Lur. 
staff member — we were ahum eight- 
read every edited article After that 




one oi us ivouin tie quteNy . 
the article to another expert from the 
author's specialty for a peer review 
With all tills, major articles took weeks 
and months to produce 
Mr Jha travelled frequent !v ^ r|IJ 
except for his occasional editori;il f Ji ‘ 
never wrote for the magazine nn^' r 
his own name. He'd often spend tdfi 4 1 
hours chatting over snacks— he h.n ! 1 
wide circle of friends— at Samovar 
popular city cafe. So, at first I thtmjj 1 
thief editors had little work -<■' 
while “subs" like me slogged 
Only later did J learn that ^ 
was meeting scientists, engine 
academics from "the areas/ ^ ^ 

■t. to discuss new topics ami 
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them to write. [Indeed, Science Today 
presided a visibility Indian scientists 
had never experienced before .) In the 
office, I 'd find him poring over Nature 
or \rhttton I Vert & Space Technology' 
ur oiic of the other journals we sub- 
wribed to. I gradually realized how 
any good chief editor had to he the 
ideas man Mr Jha's task was to stay 
updated and maintain a steady flow 
of articles for us to work on. So, even 
as early as the Seventies and Eight- 
ies Science Today covered computer 
graphics, how the machines could he 
networked, word processing, nuclear 
medicine, optic fibres, or genetic engi- 
neering. There were captivating series 
on science in crime, space, Nobel lau- 
reates, the trees of India, the physics of 
sports, environment, nuclear policy, 
cart ers in science and engineer- 
ing that drew the magazine to young 
readers and policymakers alike. 

M HIHA brought on, the best 
m. to 1978. soon after 

the first test-tube baby, Lon- 

old T' ' VaS b ° rn in island, he 
told me to meet doctors and WD tin 

■he- „ vitro fertilization technique to 

title T ,T,y n , rst Scienee Today ar- 
t.cto 1 was made to read up, re work 

J,ld dlscuss " before lie approved it- 

something you had t 0 

Iba's magazine. 

Mr S r 1 lll ' L ' ci IO draw cartoons, 
'beri k n L " C0UraSCd " lc 10 Publish 
tins ■> T sampie,i ht ‘ approved, on 
Page). He'd chuckle at my g 4E s 
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Om'r you simply publish 
your findings?" 


“Ifthc herbs don't work, here's a 
broad -spectrum antibiotic from Pfizer' 
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“t wish I loo could draw and make 
people laugh," he told me. I went on 
to do well over a hundred cartoons for 
the magazine. 

'You should become 1 the editor 
here one day." Mr Iha would tell me 
as 1 grew older, sometimes appending 
his ultimate compliment, "YouYe like 
Paul ‘ It was tough living up to that. 
Hi sometimes gave his staff multiple 
annual prade increments, and had 
p i the Liunpjnv to pay us ,1 special 
monchh science allowance " He 
khmi hjve invented the term before 
tom lining the limes management 
that ours was backbreaking labour, “1 
don i warn vou to liv e in Bombay and 
be short of money, as I once was," he 
*ikt After giving me five Increments 
A * lht ‘ of one good year ‘You've 

10 Stt* married and start j family, 
kidde lr could well have been my 
father i alking 

Mr Iha sometimes told me about 
Ms pasted bout his engineering cqJ- 
■ ‘ J lus law college days, his BSc 
«yv hk communist day* his activist 
*W his penniless days, of how he 
met Saroj. the charming young doctor 
he married He lalked of his roots in a 
large, landowning Brahmin family In 

?* hjr L 0fIo5in e his mother to tetanus 
wlwn hr n os j boy, of bow sdfmade 

. ^ VVtlcn I OW ed Id 4 fla, i a Bom 

bJv s \*rwv a suburb, he warned 
■i „nt gf *** nearb V' he recalled 

■1 once wen, io iha. bead, 

V ° memTOj "«^dine I bad to 
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fight and knock them out" It tll . 
smile. The anecdotes were alL ^ 
what incomplete, but since i 
kiddo and he the boss, 1 did,,', t 
questions. So, for me. Ills lif,. rrn . 
a patchwork of mystifying slorici 

M R IHA remained a rich,,, 
Bu, while he was 
with his staff, his own bosses 
were grossing gradually discontcnim 
Science Today wasn't (In kind oi 
magazine that made big mones, v;i.,s 
managers changed, tiles were t.tlJdng 
Only of profits, Magazines rt |\ uji ^ 
for that but Science Today s silver 
tising pages brought in little rmmii 
Making matters more difficult Mr rhi 
protested against adverts that new 
unscientific— he was the lir^t Indur. 
editor I know of, w ho had sue h pluck 
"We re in the business, of pro mol 
ing the truth, 71 he J d say Diu llw» 
Taller'’ ad used to appear e\ t mihew 
Mr Jha refused to nrn it Iuit i]h titan 
a genie nt gave him no choit t Vdvcr 
tising wasn't the editor's busing 
they told him. So, when eJh (.iww 
Taller ad got published in oitr niJit J 
xine, Mr Jha also ran an jmrh' 111 v 
to it, from a well-known doctor vvlw 
insisted that an adult couhln t ti rL "' 
any taller. "If you want to be t*^ 1 
concluded (and I'm sure ihi* lvJ> 1 \ 
editor s touch), “choose tail 
The management was furU 1ll> r ‘ 
advertiser mad. 

* Science Today has a high 1 ' 3 1 11 ^ 1 ^ 
than making money." M T ^ 1J u ' 


^ AM h It 01^1=,^ 


sJTif Huw i&Kjhy fco-vrnj jum ipu 
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say Now, who was buying that? By 
1963, as Mr Jha's relationship with his 
employers deteriorated, he grew dis- 
tant and quiet. He soon resigned and 
moved on, still making efforts to reach 
science to the masses. 

In 1986, he became the 
first winner of the Indira 
Gandhi Prize for Popu- 
larization of Science. 

Months after Mr Jha 
left, i tno resigned With 
two now editors over the 
following years, Science 
Today's articles looked 
hastily put together 
jnd far from error-free. 

Later, they tried jazzing 
the magazine up, even 
altered its name. But 
nothing worked as well 
■is the serious yet com 
pelling ideas and high 

tf*?'** * •w'ter- 

. Inp dwindled, die magazine « JS shut 
down in 1993, 

Meanwhile, I'd got busy at my new 

vn . J y‘. T** S ? W m¥ forme ' editor 
1 fler Mr Jha sudered a stroke in 1995 

and was partially paralyzed, I visited 

his home a eouple of limes | thought 

V* ' vas «>mply too young to be so ,jj 

But fr„m his wife. Dr Saroj. then a 

_ tjJth promo lion expert with the 

orld He4kh Organization, I learnt 

hat although Mr Jha had looked 

in ‘h me he acmalJ > bom 

and ^ about my own father* 

At* wander he called me kidcio. 


Tfur magazine i dewed 
science in a very broad 
wiUf, this 1932 cover 
on Harappa reveals. 


Frail and propped up in a chair, 
Mr Jha wasn't quite the man l knew. 
His memory seemed intact hut he was 
upset about not being able to work, "t 
just can't depend on others and re- 
main idle* lie said. He 
also told me that [he man 
employed as his carer 
was not kind to him How 
everything changes the 
strong, flamboyant editor 
I d held in aive was sud- 
denly so vulnerable. 

As we spoke, he slipped 
forward off his chair find 
asked me (o pull him 
hack. I hod to hold him 
dose and settle him, more 
titan once. I think he felt 
secure when I held him— 
hed smile and thank me 
Mr jha passed away in 
April \ $97. At his Crowded 
funeral, f wished l had spent more time 
wirh the man who gave me a career 
and taught so many people so much 


R ecently, r met Dr Saroj jha 
again and asked about her hus^ 
band's past "Yes, he did come 
Irom a landowning tijhar f amily* she 
luki me. “but bed hated the feudal life 
t ert l it e\en refused to Jet servants 

*"£7 h,s room did so himself. 

After school, he ran away to Cai- 
cutta, joined the Communist Party 
Part m anti-British ^ 

schnl^i 3 801 * Bihar Eovermnew 

s ip to sludy engineering in 
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Bombm km oyM far :ead- 

ir*g « sm*e aeijist a fee-hJce He Cr 
Mad Ini BSc acid Lift then prac nv ed 
Inc briefly hrfuc e moving to founul- 
tarn.* Sirov hniag net Sureadr fha 
through a comm frimdL admired 
die '^r^i . 0-^4 ir-ar, wno could calk 
iboii' nrtr 4 hio^ It ras Mr fra *ho 
bad faggoted Id The Tuner of India 
group t general manager that they 
Iwmrh a feienje magazine 'Surendr 
the oru Teacher I ever had ' sard 
J ' •': '% herv -f a k rrr.e r professor of 
prefer* uve *nd social medione. 'He 
taught me that knowledge is power 
and thur if chat power is not 'hared in 
a language that can be understood, it 
means nothing' 

Dr Sarof and I spoke about the now - 
dtfunc i magazine he d founded and 
edned for nearly tw o decades. Today 's 
youth would not have heard of it, but 
a*k people from ray generation, who 
are now senior engineers, scientists 
or captains of industry. *| grew up on 


Science Today' Is whai most of then 

sa> That s the one proof I hsv 
Mr fha's fui£,.ed vision. 

In h is editor days there *o 
cable TV or the internet for medical or 

; er '.fie inforr* _ .on B it the re a i* 
h:s widely read magazine It he .: ,c 
motivate two generations of intLansj 
to be pan of an age of technoios r 
at least to develop an mtereiL - . - 

ence and nature The Indian :t-:t e 
or Indian doctor- of- whatever is now' 
eser, where 

Some years after Mr fha's p^- 
1 too became chief editor — much as 
he had wanted — of this magazir .■■ nu 
are holding I use the term ’error-free' 
often with colleagues, with whom I tn 
to be as encouraging as 1 can. I don't 
prim anything unscientific, not e\en 
such advertisements and it's meant 
several battles fought and won. When 
dev, recruits call me 'Sir, 1 I've laughed 
Tm not knighted yet “ 

Mr Jha must be chuckling too. EB 


